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in messes called Syssitia. Their quarters were kept deliberately
simple. No decoration was permitted, the law forbidding the
use of any tool except the axe. Clothing too was of the simplest;
and the foul condition of a Spartan's garments was notorious.
They were far from being a cleanly race. In the messes the
fare consisted chiefly of pork, cheese, figs, bread, and wine.
Spartan broth was famous for its nastiness, so that one stranger
declared on tasting it that he now understood why no Spartan
feared death. Hunting might add to the menu; but normally
each individual member was required to make a monthly
contribution of food to the common table. This was provided
by the Helots from his farm. No citizen ever worked the land
himself.
Even trading was forbidden him, but was left to a class,
neither citizens nor serfs, who lived in districts more or less
distant from the capital. Thus the amassing of wealth was
deliberately discouraged; for it was held that, so long as the
citizens possessed no personal interests, they would remain the
more devoted servants of the common weal. Money-making
indeed was rendered almost impossible, since the only coinage
recognized at Sparta was a currency of heavy iron spits. A sum
sufficient to purchase a slave would have filled a good-sized
wagon!
So stern was the discipline that little scope was left for
personal responsibility; and, just as the boys had always a
grown man hanging round their heels to keep them out of
mischief, so even the Spartan commanders-in-chief were often
hampered by the presence of government spies. The result was
unfortunate; for when Spartans went abroad and passed beyond
the control of the home authorities, they often took to drink
and self-indulgence. For they had never learned the true habit
of self-mastery for lack of genuine opportunity at home. Never-
theless so long as they were in guiding-strings, they remained
the most devoted servants of the state, and their iron discipline